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By DAVID CHAN
FOR THE STRAITS TIMES
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A
LL politics being local even when politi-
cians are abroad, it was not surprising
that Myanmar opposition leader Aung
San Suu Kyi’s public pronouncements,
during her visit to Singapore, were
made largely with citizens back home in
mind. Myanmar voters undoubtedly pro-
vided the home audience for her view
that economic growth alone would not
ensure Myanmar’s democratic transi-
tion, which calls for further political re-
forms. Her argument is palpably cor-
rect, but in placing so great an emphasis
on political reforms, she perhaps was
less reassuring to foreign investors than
they had expected.
Similarly, Ms Suu Kyi was right in as-
serting the fundamental importance of
national reconciliation in Myanmar’s on-
going transition, but this is an area in
which outsiders can do nothing. Rather,
foreign businessmen and well-wishers
of Myanmar are watching how the au-
thorities put in place a strong legal
framework to protect investments. It is
such tangible moves that the rest of the
world, particularly the country’s neigh-
bours in Asean, are interested in be-
cause they would facilitate international
support for Myanmar’s nascent econom-
ic reconstruction.
Transparency and accountability are
key pillars of the edifice of good govern-
ance on which the new Myanmar must
be built. Ms Suu Kyi’s cautionary re-
minder, of the need to avoid taking an
overly optimistic view of its economic
climate, was a display of honesty and re-
alism from a leader known to say what
she believes. The international commu-
nity would take hope from her invita-
tion to play a role in realising Myan-
mar’s growth potential, which is based
not only on its natural resources but al-
so on the untapped enthusiasm, energy
and potential of its people.
Essentially, the Nobel laureate was as-
serting Myanmar’s right to pursue its
own growth model, learning from oth-
ers but without becoming captive to
their choices. This mindset came
through clearly in her candid observa-
tions on the Singapore institutions that
she visited during her trip. The idea of
copying them wholesale would not be
commended by Singaporeans who are
aware of Myanmar’s different historical
and political circumstances. However,
there is increasing congruence of the
economic choices being made by coun-
tries at varying stages of development
in a globalising world. This trajectory
suggests that the experiences of Myan-
mar’s Asean neighbours are not entirely
irrelevant to the way in which it rejoins
the world economy. But ultimately it is
up to Myanmar’s political leadership,
supported by the breadth and depth of
the consensus it creates among citizens,
to decide exactly how to bring the coun-
try back into the economic mainstream
of South-east Asia.
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Myanmar seeks own growth model
T
RUST enables citizens
and the Government to
work together to build
a cohesive and adaptive
society – one with
good quality of life for all; where
Singaporeans can call home.
So when we examine the issue
of public trust in the Government,
it is ultimately about citizen
well-being, not the survival of a
political party.
Trust affects how citizens
think, feel and behave. It takes
time to build, is easy to lose and
once lost, is difficult to restore.
Given how critical and complex
the concept of trust is, research
on trust perceptions may shed
light on how and why the public
trusts, or distrusts, the Govern-
ment.
Studies have identified three
major dimensions of trust:
competence, integrity and benevo-
lence.
 TRUST IN COMPETENCE: This is
about people’s confidence in the
Government’s ability to perform
and solve problems. It involves
the ability to address issues
affecting quality of life and also ef-
fectiveness in managing crises.
Efficient delivery of public ser-
vices, low crime rates and a posi-
tive record in tackling economic
and public-health crises contrib-
ute to trust in competence.
On the other hand, issues of in-
frastructure, such as public trans-
port lagging behind population
growth, raise doubts relating to
trust in competence.
 TRUST IN INTEGRITY: This is about
people’s assessment of the Gov-
ernment’s character or the extent
to which they think it is not cor-
rupt and is impartial. The focus
here is on the integrity of public
service officers and political lead-
ers but it also involves the percep-
tion of how breaches of integrity
are handled.
The series of high-profile cor-
ruption and sexual impropriety
scandals involving politicians and
public officers erode trust in integ-
rity. Vigorous action against
those caught for corruption, re-
gardless of who they are, may miti-
gate the erosion of trust to some
extent and reinforce the Govern-
ment’s position on zero tolerance
for such wrongdoings.
 TRUST IN BENEVOLENCE: This is
about people’s belief in the Gov-
ernment’s intentions and motiva-
tions – in what it says and does
and in people’s perceptions about
the underlying reasons for a poli-
cy or government action.
Trust in benevolence increases
when people believe that the inten-
tion of policy and government ac-
tion is to serve their interests and
is motivated by genuine concern
for citizen well-being, as opposed
to being influenced by vested pri-
vate or partisan interests.
It gets eroded when people
think that policies are formulated
by an elite which is disconnected
from ground sentiments, is unable
to empathise, or does not care
enough for the less fortunate or or-
dinary folk.
There has been increasing em-
phasis on citizen well-being,
social mobility, quality of public
engagement efforts and humility
and empathy in public service.
There are also significant poli-
cy shifts in housing, health and ed-
ucation. If these emphases and
policy shifts are sustainable and
translated into intended outcomes
that benefit citizens, trust in be-
nevolence will increase.
When such trust is low, people
experience diverse emotions,
from anger and anxiety to disap-
pointment and frustration. They
become sceptical when reacting
to policies
too.
They are also
more likely to advocate coun-
ter-proposals. It is unwise to treat
these strong disagreements, espe-
cially those expressed on social
media, as arising from irrational
emotions, anti-establishment sen-
timents or a lack of understanding
of the policy’s substantive con-
tent.
The good news is that some of
the counter-proposals put for-
ward are constructive and lead to
real improvements in policies. If
the Government engages critics
and even sceptics, and adopts
their counter-proposals when
these are in fact better, it demon-
strates principled adaptive leader-
ship. This in turn builds trust in
benevolence.
Trust-in-transition
HOW issues or incidents are man-
aged by the people and the
Government can exert lasting in-
fluence on trust in Government.
The socio-political changes in
the past two years are sometimes
interpreted as reflecting a decline
in public trust in the Government.
But it is important to not con-
fuse a decline in trust with strong
responses from a politically active
citizenry that simply reflects dis-
agreements and pluralistic per-
spectives.
In other words, more disagree-
ment and criticism of government
policies does
not automatically
suggest a decline in trust. It is
also worth noting that a fall in
trust in the Government is neither
a given nor inevitable.
The level of trust in the Govern-
ment will depend on the relation-
ship between the people and the
Government, the actual trustwor-
thiness of the Government and
the people’s likelihood to trust,
given the context, and their previ-
ous experiences.
That means it is not pre-deter-
mined that trust will decrease or
increase in future. It also means it
is possible to improve trust levels.
A significant segment of the
Singaporean population is under-
going what I call a state of
“trust-in-transition”. This is a
transition period in which the
“trustor” has feelings of doubt
and ambivalence towards the
“trustee”. It is a critical period be-
cause what occurs during this
time can be highly impactful and
“tilt” the trustor towards trust or
distrust.
During trust-in-transition, the
trustor experiences conflicting
thoughts and mixed emotions.
This occurs because the trustor
has a previously positive percep-
tion of the trustee based on evi-
dence but is now undergoing nega-
tive experiences related to issues
of competence, integrity, benevo-
lence or some combination of
these dimensions.
Currently, a segment of the
Singapore population is likely
undergoing trust-in-transition as
they compare the previous posi-
tive record of the Government
with the ongoing challenges in
infrastructure support, manage-
ment of population issues, pro-
curement lapses and high-profile
scandals.
It is important to focus on
trust-in-transition. People under-
going trust-in-transition are not
indifferent or uninterested
fence-sitters. They are people in a
committed relationship with the
Government but are now experi-
encing mixed emotions, attempt-
ing to sort out conflicting
thoughts.
Whether people move out of
their transition into trust or dis-
trust will depend on their belief in
the Government’s competence, in-
tegrity and benevolence. They
need to feel the Government has
the ability to put citizen interests
and well-being as the top priority;
and have the intention and sinceri-
ty to do so.
The future of trust
I SUGGEST people and the Gov-
ernment look at trust from a
three-pronged approach.
First, we should discuss trust
in the Government by examining
competence, integrity and
benevolence – both actual and per-
ceived.
Trust in competence increases
when the Government solves
problems and deliver on its prom-
ises.
Trust in integrity increases
when the Government is transpar-
ent, objective and fair when mak-
ing decisions, and accountable for
its use of resources, its actions
and the resulting outcomes.
Trust in benevolence increases
when the Government under-
stands and empathises with Singa-
poreans’ needs and problems and
puts Singaporeans’ interests and
well-being as top priority.
Some approaches will contrib-
ute to all three dimensions of
trust. For example, public commu-
nication can be more strategic and
coordinated across agencies. Pub-
lic engagement can be more inclu-
sive and begin earlier prior to poli-
cy formulation.
This means going beyond seek-
ing feedback and explaining poli-
cies.
There could be more sharing of
relevant information early – to
work out collaborative solutions
with the public. For Singaporeans
to contribute more to the country,
they need to be given more infor-
mation and a greater voice in the
decision-making process.
Second, trust could evolve and
change over time, either gradually
or suddenly. The level of trust in
Government is not static. A low
level of trust at a point in time
must not be taken as a given and a
high level must not be taken for
granted. This means one needs to
adequately assess trust levels and
track changes over time.
Finally, there is a need to under-
stand how trust is built and how
distrust originates, what factors
could predict and influence trust,
and what consequences may re-
sult from trust and distrust.
One also needs to understand
how trust or distrust propagates
and spirals into positive or
negative effects, and how trust
could be repaired, restored and re-
built.
A good way to start is to revisit
assumptions about these issues
and check them against research
findings and different perspec-
tives.
Trust is critical and complex.
There must be an understand-
ing of the trust process in order to
repair trust violations, restore
trust erosion and rebuild trust de-
velopment.
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The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, Lee Kuan Yew Fellow
and Professor of Psychology at the
Singapore Management University.
There’s trust in competence, trust in integrity and trust in benevolence. Some Singaporeans are going
through a state of trust-in-transition. What will move people to trust or not trust the Government?
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